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DRAFT

PreliminaryReportof the2017%19 Harvard Sqguare Conservation District Study Committee

Summary

The Cambridge Historical Commission voted in March 2017 to initiate a study of the Harvard

Square Coreyvation District in response to concerns about the goals, jurisdiction, and administra-

tion of the district. During an extended series of hearings on projects at 5 Kennedy Street (the Ab-

bot Building) and 13 Brattle Street (&Pizza) many citizens expressisdatisfaction with the scope

of the Districtés jurisdiction, the goals and
plication by the Commission), asthted a desirf®r identification of prominent or significant

buildings in the distdt and stricter regulation of alterations to them.

The City Manager appointed théarvard Square Conservation District Study Committee in August
2017 The committeenet monthly, with some interruptions, fra@ctober through June 2018 and

from SeptembeR018 through May 2019Attendeeswho included many interested parties and
members of the publidiscussed the events that led to the establishment of the district in 2000 and
thed i s t operatidn® and effectivenesepresentatives of the Community Dieyenent Depart-

ment described zoning and sign regulations. Focusing dfinbeéReport of the Cambridge Histor-

ical Commission Regarding the Proposed Harvard Square Conservation Disieicipmmittee
helddetailed discussions about theals, secondary gts, and guidelines alfie District; the appli-

cation of those goals and guidelines to matters of demolition, new construction, and alterations. The
evolving character of theubdistricts wsalso discussed.

The StudyCommi t t ee 6 s r e c o mriremants to thogoas afidgudelses ofthe r e
districtand matters of jurisdictiom he report contains a proposed new Order for the Conservation
District that contains revised goals, guidelines, and standards for review. The extended discussion
in the repot is also meant to supplement the 260@al Reportas guidance for the Commission in
administration of the District.

This Draft Preliminary Report of the 20419 Harvard Square Conservation District Study Commit-
teewas prepared biistorical Commissiomstaff in May 2019 When approved, the draft will be
transmitted to th€ambridge Historical Commissidar discussion at a public hearing. If accepted
by the Commission thEinal Reporwill be forwardedo the City Councilvith a recommendation

for adoption of the amended Order establishing the district.

May 29, 2019
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l. Establishment and Operations of the Harvard Square Conservation DistricRAB®5

On December 18, 2000, the Cambridge City Council adopted an Order establishing the Harvard
Squae Conservation Distridty a unanimous-9 vote(see Appendix AQriginal Order Establish-
ing the Harvard Square Conservation Dis}rict

The Harvard Square Conservation Distdehtains approximately 195 buildingsan aredbounded

by Massachusetts Avaa and MtAuburn, Eliot, Bennett, Story, and Church streets. Withen
districtthe Cambridge HistoricaCommission has binding review over demolition, new construc-
tion, and publicly visible exterior alterations to existing buildings, and can, in apgepases, im-

pose dimensional and setback requirements in addition to those required by zoning. In making its
decisions the Commission follows guidelines intended to preserve historic resources while encour-
aging the social, economic, and architecturagbity that characterizes the Square.

1. Establishment of the District

The initial impetus for the Conservation District was a JuR; 3895 City Council directive that

the Commi ssion "submit a planéfor a Hemndard Sqg
protect all remaining historical buildings in Harvard Square." This Order was adopted during the
controversy over the proposed redevelopment of the Read Block and the displacement of its retail

and commercial tenants, including The Tasty, a popuihexh counter with a wide following. This

was only the most receimstanceof the gradual demolition of woeldame commercial buildings in
theSquareend t he perceived erosion of t helhesRgadar e ds
Block/Tasty déate was a turning point in the-going discussion about the Squdtdeightened

awareness of the fragility of h e  aldeebaiifdlisgs and sharpenpdblic discussion about the

meaning and limitations of historic preservation.
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The Read Block, 13B1392Massachusetts Avenue, in 1968 astrestored CHC stf'fgh‘(rr)to‘élr%s and 2015

A study committee appointed by the City Manager first considered the area for designation as an
historic district under Cipter40C of the General Law$heHistorical Commission's October 1999
recommendation that the City Council establish a Harvard Square Historic District under M.G.L.
Ch. 40C anchdoptrelated amendments to the Zoning Code expired at the end of the Council term.

In June 2000 the City Council padse new Order asking the City Managel'direct the Historical

Commi ssion € to prepare an alternative version
ordinance using the neighborhood conservation district model." The same members were reap-
pointedas a new study committee in September 200@ydetermined that the neighborhood



conservation district establishadder Ch. 2.78 of the City Codeuld be as effective in accom-

plishing historic preservation goals ashastoric district and could be m®flexible and efficient
than an historic district in a variety of respects, including the ability to delegate certain approvals to

the staff!
On October 72000the Harvard Square Neighborhood Conservation District Study Committee rec-

ommended the estasliment of a conservation district under Ch. 2.78, Article 1l of the City Code.
The committee also recommended amending several exastliiances(a) the zoning ordinance,

to maintain the existing density allowed in the Harvard Square Overlay Digt)i@h. 2.78, Arti-

cle 111, to clarify its appeal provisions and to extend the time within which action must be taken;
and (c) the Historical Commission ordinance (Ch. 2.78, Article I), to provide for a Harvard Square
representative on the Commission. Thstiict was established on December 18, 2000 and the
amendments to the Zoning Code went into effect soon therekfe€ity Council took no action

on the proposed amendments to Ch. 2.78.
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2. Operations
Among the provisions of the Order was a requirement thatligterical Commissiomold a public

hearing and submit a repaat the City Councibn the effectiveness of the first five years of the
District, with a recommendation as to whether the Order establishing the District should continue in

1 Under Ch. 2.78.180, the initiation of the designatituulg gavethe Commission interim jurisdictioover the pro-

posed districtvhile it formulated a recommendatitmthe City Council.



effect, continue in effect with amendments, or be repealed. The reason for including this require-
ment in the Order was to ensure that the District continued ¢b thie objectives set forth Final
Reportand to provide an opportunity for amendments to be introduced afteisthiet had been in
effect for a reasonable peridthe City Council received the Fisear Report in December 2005

and placed it on file.

The FiveYear Report considedthe operations of the DistribetweerDecember 18, 2000 and
October 31, 2009During this periodhe Commission received 362 applications for Certificates of
Appropriateness, Hardship or Népplicability for properties witin the Conservation District

1 277 ({7%)were issued a Certificate of Nonapplicability by the staff because the alteration
proposedvereexempt from Commission review. These included interior alterations, ordi-
nary maintenance and repair, alterationsumble from a public way, and storefront and
sign alterations that met the District design guidelines.

1 85 (23%) applicationswvere heard byhe Historical Commissigrwhich issued Certificates
of Appropriateness in 68 cases. Thapplicantyeceived Cdificates of Hardship, two re-
ceived temporary certificates, and applicants withdiew prior toa determinationThree
applications were denied a Certificate of Appropriateness on the basis that the proposed al-
teration, demolition, or new construction wasongruous with the architecture of the build-
ing or incongruous with the characteristics and goals for the Harvard Square subdistrict in
which it was locatedThree cases could not be tracked.

During subsequent years the proportion of applications iaguarpublic hearing increased to
about 40%BY the end ofOctober 2017the Historical Commissiorhadprocessed 138 applica-
tions forall types of work requiring a building pernmit the Harvard Square Conservation District
Of these 844 applications fointerior work, projects not visible from a public way telecomgear
were reviewed by staff. The remainif@5 applications for substantive publicly visible war&re
reviewed by the Commission during public hearings

3. Exercise of Jurisdiction

Applicationsrequiring a public hearing befotlee Historical Commissiogenerallyfall into the fol-
lowing categoriessigns and alterations; demolition and new constructiod;additionsA brief
reviewof cases from each of the design review categories follows.

A. Signs Storefrontsand Alterations

Most sign applications conform to the Zonin
Code andareapproved by the staff with a :
Certificate of NonapplicabilityThe Commis-
sion has approved naronforming signs that
were considered appropriate for thieica-
tions and supportive of the commercial vital
ity of the Squaref-or examplethe Commis-
sionhasapproved a steaming bagel on J.F.

9% s Kennedy Street, retro neon signs at 15 Brat _
I “mmhtatmn Street and 52 Church Street, and internally iBeat Brasserie,

- ‘ cnamr  luminated projecting signg 41-21 Dunster 15 Brattle Street;

iff;m;g%,Bf;%‘;“Z i Street Street and several other locatioBgyns in- ~ Case 3404, 2015
side buildings but visible from the street are




not considered subject to the Commissionds jur|
featureso (Ch. 2.78.150. A).

Applications to akr storefronts can be approved by staff if the original storefront surround is re-
tained or restoredExamples of storefront alterations that required no public hearing before the
Commission include the restoration of the brownstoneegiadil§ 20, and 22.F. Kennedy Street
and the restoration of tleiginal storefront at 1270 Massachusetts Averitel8 JFK Street ae-

tailer initially wanted to install a new storefront, but when Commission staff explained that restora-
tion of the original brownstone artiidden underneath layers of2@entury materials could pro-
ceed immediately under staff review the retailer agre@adaceed on that basifwo additional

arches (out of four in the same building) were subsequently restored by a differentSenaenty,

at 1270 Massachusetts Averprejecting window bays installed in the 1970s, prior to the designa-
tion of the District were removed in favor eéstoration of the original plate glass windows and
masonry jambs without further review.

Read Building 1828 JFK Street before and after arch restoration; Cases 1599 (20(3@3391(2015) CHC photos.

Initially, there was some concern that design review of - o4
terations would stifle creativity and leadrtmnotonous, ; Jé
restoratioronly desigis. Severakxamples demonstrate |

that there is still plenty of creative thought being focusd@
on commercial design in Harvard Squétrefrontren- g

concrete corner of the building to make a new entranct
for therestaurant from the street and to make the spac|
more inviting to the pedestrian. The Black Ink storefror
at 5 Brattle Street was a significant departure from thag=
the previougenant buivasapprovedwith staffreview.
Theintensely controversial stefront alterations for
&pizza at 13 Brattle Street in 2017 were approved by : .
staff becauséheypreserved the original structure of theBlack Ink storefront, 5 Brattle St Case 123¢
building; signage conformed to zoning, and colors are 2002

empt from review



The district Order calls out four historicaliignificant storefronts that cannot be altered without a
public hearingOnly one the four has been altered since the District was established. The severely
deteriorated wooden storefront at 40 Bow Street was restored under a Certificate of Appregriatene
issued in 2012.

The 1956 aluminum facade of the Bank of America

(formerly Harvard Trust Company) at 140814 Mas-

sachusetts Avenue was restored in 2002. Though the

aluminum screen covered a feisting Georgian Re-

vival facade that comprised abo@#92 of the street

frontage, the staff considered it to beachitecturally

significant feature and encouraged the bank to retain it.

The aluminum grid of louvers and windows were re-

stored and a modern storefront glazing system was in-

stalled on the firstibor without full Commission re-  Harvard Trust Co. facade, 140814 Massa-
view. chusetts Ave. Photo ca. 1958.

After public hearingshe Commission granted Certificates of Appropriatenes$feetprojects
thatinvolved complete restoration of significant buildingiee Hycinthe Purcell tenement4Q
Bow Streef(1889) a faur-storywood frame buildingwas restored in 2012016. Waverly Hall

— RS2 &

the Con diu ctoros B u,vafﬂerdejstnrg)m

Purc
(1902), a sixstory former private dormitory at 115 Mt. Auburn Street that proved to be in much
worse condition than originally known, was meticulously restored during the saioe. Jdre

Conductordés Building at 112 Mt. Auburn (1912)
pened as a restaurant in 2017.

B. Demolition and New Construction

The burst of development that preceded the establishment of the district soon waunditth

only a fewmoreprojectsthatinvolved demolition and new constructidgignificant development

activity did not resume until 2016, when the new owners of the Abbot Building, the former Corco-
rands Department Stor e, plamstdredevlofiiatsicet t 1 e Str eet



